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unwillingness to tackle the class-nature of the academy head-on creates its own 
barriers. 
Feminist historians, many of whom are cited in the extensive footnotes to 
this collection, have in this regard been much bolder in their struggle against 
patriarchy, and we have so much to learn from their debates. Frequently, Barrett 
notes that the written record and actions of working-class women differ from 
those of working-class men, but he stops short of developing these insights into 
a properly gendered analysis. Ethnicity, race, and class matter in history from the 
bottom up, but so too in our profoundly unequal societies do gender identities and 
the subjectivities of being male, female, or something altogether different.
Robert C. H. Sweeny
Université du Québec à Montréal
& Memorial University of Newfoundland
BArringer, Tim and Wayne Modest, eds. – Victorian Jamaica. Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2018. Pp. 744.
“History has been a troublesome subject for West Indians because nineteenth 
century history writing was deeply imbricated with the language of imperialism” 
(p. 263). So begins Catherine Hall’s important contribution to the breathtaking, 
Victorian Jamaica. “Troublesome,” rather than “irrelevant,” Hall argues, as she 
revises Derek Walcott’s famous phrasing, because despite the inappropriateness 
of the narrow conceptualization of history as “the stories of great men and their 
achievements, of monuments and institutions and classic texts,” Caribbean 
people have imagined, invented, and insisted on a history of their own. Caribbean 
History is hardly one carried in monuments: it is in the shadows of the trees, the 
echoes of the mountains, the vibration of the sea, and the voice of the people. 
Catching shadows, decoding ciphers, and tracing echoes, Victorian Jamaica is a 
monumental reimagining and invention of Caribbean history, and more broadly, 
British imperial history. Opening with “Object Lessons” and divided into three 
parts, with contributions from more than 20 contributors, spread across the globe, 
this impressive collection leaves no object unturned in its extensive research into 
the documentary, performative, and material past of nineteenth-century Jamaica. 
Culling together an extensive array of drawings, photographs, maps, and prints, as 
well as furniture, clothing, architecture, song lyrics, religious practices, and flora 
and fauna, the volume redraws the boundaries of archives and evidence and tells a 
story of Victorian Jamaica that is as panoramic as it is detailed. 
Despite the chronological ordering of the “Object Lessons” with which the 
volume opens, the reverberations produced by the eras marked by the various 
objects disrupt history’s linearity. The stories the material objects tell narrate more 
than the movement of time from one epoch to the next; and, in particular, that 
freedom seamlessly followed slavery, as popular evocations of a Bruckins song, 
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“Jubalee, jubilee…Queen Victoria give we free” frequently suggests of Victorian 
Jamaica (p. 1). In her reading of Kidd’s New Plan of the City of Kingston, Jamaica, 
1854, Rivke Jaffe, for example, cautions that the “crisp, orderly grid” of the city, 
that conveys “a clear sense of urban order” obscures a more disordered reality. 
Just as the monuments to Victoria’s long reign were meant to evoke freedom, a 
golden age, and admiration and loyalty among Her Majesty’s subjects, Kidd’s 
plan for Kingston was also “directed toward controlling the black and low-income 
populations, and impressive architecture served to bolster ideas of European 
civilization” (p. 73). In a lingering contrast, the Morant Bay rebellion—as well 
as its enduring symbolism of Black resistance that insisted on defining a self and 
Jamaica in which people and place were more than objects of empire—serves 
both as a crucial subtext of the volume and ongoing challenge to the placidity of 
colonial Jamaica gestured by Victorianism. Indeed, one of the most significant 
contributions of the volume is that it does not merely illustrate the political, social, 
and economic turmoil of the period; it challenges the very nature of traditional 
assumptions of politics. How Jamaicans lived, what they wore, and how they 
played and worshipped exacerbated gendered racial excesses from the slavery 
era and textured the fraught relationships among government and people, and 
imperial center and colony. 
Other objects, such as The Cruickshank Lock and the image of Grave of Eighty 
Rebels near Morant Bay, Jamaica, 1865 offer counternarratives to Victorianism 
as the domination of Her Majesty’s aesthetics and ideology. Indeed, as Wayne 
Modest so elegantly writes of the Cruickshank Lock, “at first glance it is no more 
than a wooden lock separated from the door it was to secure” (p. 55). And yet, an 
investigation of the lock’s design, its biography, as well as that of its maker, reveals 
the complex entanglement between Black Jamaican craftsmanship and imperial 
denouncement and appropriation of Black industry. The uniqueness of the lock 
is not in its survival or exhibition at the Colonial and Indian Exhibition of 1886, 
but, rather, in the clear identification of its maker as James Cruickshank, “a young 
man from the [Golden Grove] estate” (p. 55). For although Cruikshank, a Black 
Jamaican craftsman, is named as the lock’s maker, he is not among those named 
and remembered for the furniture making that marked the era’s Victorianism. As 
John M. Cross’s subsequent essay in the volume on a Table, purportedly made 
by Ralph Turnbull explains, it was Turnbull’s name and style along with other 
furniture makers like J. and W. Pitkin and J. Soulette that are associated with the 
period’s iconic furniture. It was the furniture style of Turnbull, Pitkin, and Soulette 
that anonymous and unbranded furniture makers copied. It was their furniture 
that were mounted at international exhibits. Although “these renowned furniture 
makers engaged black craftsmen,” (p. 57) Black artisans remain unnamed and 
largely forgotten in the historical narrative or popular memory. Explaining the 
lock’s genealogy, Modest writes, “Cruickshank had recalled in wood an African 
tradition of lock making;” it was more than a simple replication of a style of 
lock he learned while working on the plantation (p. 55). Challenging the too-easy 
assumption that Victorian Jamaica merely marks the importation of metropolitan 
aesthetics, the Cruickshank Lock is a remarkable memento of how Black artistry 
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also shaped the era. Crucially, such craftsmanship further belies the unspoken 
assumption “that black cultures of the New World are performance cultures rather 
than material cultures” (p. 23). 
Of the many historical challenges the opening object lessons pose, among the 
most significant is the continued destabilization of the assumption that colonial 
materiality is merely a European import. “Every aspect of Jamaican culture during 
the period was in dialogue and often in conflict with ideas, attitudes, behaviors, 
and restrictions generated in the imperial center,” volume editors Barringer 
and Modest insist (p. 3). Echoing the historical frame of eighteenth-century 
creolization, nineteenth-century Jamaican culture was formed in the crucible 
of the colonial encounter rather than a replica of imposed metropolitan ideals. 
Although presented in the form of more traditional essays, the contributions in the 
volume’s later sections skillfully weave theories and methodologies from a wide 
array of disciplines, including architectural history, art history, literary criticism, 
musicology, and biography, to distill the particulates of the colonial crucible as 
can be found in the documentary, material, visual, and performative traces of the 
era. 
The “evocation of absence” (p. 84) in such paintings as Vale of St. Thomas, 
Jamaica 1867, that has “no humans, animals, or signs of successful cultivation” 
marks the end of slavery and the abandonment of sugar plantations but sets the 
stage for “The New Jamaica” depicted in the postcard and photographic prints that 
promoted the “burgeoning tourist industry by the turn of the twentieth century” 
(p. 117). Manufactured at the level of settler and transient colonists in the form of 
prints, photographs, and aesthetics; and social codes and political prescriptions at 
the level of the government (imperial and local), Jamaica is marked by absence 
(of civilization), coming into its productive and civilized potential through British 
in(ter)vention. The twin pillars of such in(ter)vention were the violent suppression 
of the Morant Bay rebellion and the imposition of Crown Colony government, on 
the one hand, and the introduction of sanitation, judiciary, policing, land reforms, 
reformatory schools, and sport, on the other. Jamaican culture, its artifacts, and 
its politics were defined by the collision of these polarities of British imperial 
ideology and praxis. 
Yet as Anthony Bogues reminds us in his riveting essay on the inherently 
flawed political objective of British tutelage, aimed at making blacks into 
subjects capable of becoming citizens, “The construction of hegemony and 
domination is always contested” (p. 162). The volume’s essays exhaustively 
affirm that the inherent flaw of Britain’s colonial objective was not simply the 
fear of Black majority rule that manifested in self-fulfilling prophecies of colonial 
instability; Afro-Jamaicans had their own ideals and standards. The Black 
population’s conceptualization of their rebellion at Morant Bay as an expression 
of citizenship collided with British ideation of political participation. From the 
visual and the material to the performative and the ritual, the racialized, classed, 
and gendered counterpublics and counter culture, captured in Parts II and III, 
found expressions in masquerade, clothing, religion, and art. In explaining how 
Afro-Jamaicans circumvented the totalizing dimensions of the Christianizing 
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(civilizing) mission, through such spiritual practices as Kumina, Dianne Stewart’s 
innovative contribution, for example, illustrates how practitioners curated their 
self-governing abilities amidst the exclusionary politics of colonial governance. 
Defining themselves as Kumina nation (italicized here and in Stewart’s work 
to differentiate nation as “an Africana category for designating shared social, 
political, and cultural identity and allegiance,” from nation as “geopolitical state 
formations” (p. 603), devotees engaged in nation-building practices that included 
“holding native judiciary courts, hosting coronation pageants, and assuming royal 
titles” (p. 611).
Wrestling with questions of imperial power and colonial subjectivities, 
cultural formation, history writing, and intersecting underpinnings of race, colour, 
class, and gender, Victorian Jamaica is a must-read for anyone interested in the 
complex negotiations over freedom, citizenship, economic agency, and cultural 
production in the period that followed the legal abolition of slavery in Jamaica. 
Sasha Turner 
Quinnipiac University 
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In a somewhat pioneering work, Fahad Ahmad Bishara analyzes the legal 
underpinnings of commerce in the western Indian Ocean, most notably in western 
India, Oman, Zanzibar, and mainland East Africa between 1780 and 1950. He adds 
to a growing body of work on this region and time period that traverses political 
boundaries across the Arabian Sea. Bishara’s contribution is a legal perspective. In 
many ways, A Sea of Debt is the history of khiyār sales and waraqas. Khiyār sales 
were transactions in which people pawned their property in exchange for credit 
and were the preferred method of credit/debt exchange across the nineteenth-
century western Indian Ocean. Meanwhile, waraqas were the “papers” on which 
khiyār sales were recorded (p. 19). Surviving waraqas that are now held in the 
Zanzibar National Archives form the bulk of the primary material for the book. 
Bishara analyses the waraqas alongside Omani-Islamic and British legal texts. 
Through these documents, he sheds light on the rise and fall of a commercial 
culture that transcended much of the western Indian Ocean.
A Sea of Debt is organized chronologically. It begins with the expansion of 
western Indian and Omani commerce in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Specifically, it examines these regions’ growing connections with 
“Zanzibar,” a region that included the archipelago of the same name and the 
African mainland opposite it (p. 33). In the background is the growing European, 
especially British, presence. Indeed, it is as the British enter the historical narrative 
more prominently from Chapter 4 onwards that Bishara’s analysis comes into its 
